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The wardens of the early seventeenth-ĐeŶtuƌǇ Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ stƌessed that the ƌole of 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ assaǇeƌ ǁas tƌulǇ ͚a plaĐe of gƌeat tƌust to ďe supplied ďǇ ŵeŶ of skill aŶd iŶtegƌitǇ͛.1 
Expertise and honesty were ideal characteristics for artisans entrusted with great 
responsibility. Masteƌ assaǇeƌs at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall on Foster Lane, in the heart of the city, and 
at the Royal Mint, in the Tower, made trials to determine the precious metal content of 
bullion, plate, aŶd ĐoiŶage. It ǁas oŶlǇ thƌough ͚the light of the assaǇ͛ that ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌies 
ŵight kŶoǁ ͚ǁhat ǀiƌtues oƌ eǀilŶess͛ ǁeƌe ĐoŶtaiŶed ǁithiŶ ŵetals.2 The results of their 
ŵetalluƌgiĐal eǆpeƌiŵeŶts diƌeĐtlǇ iŵpaĐted upoŶ the ƌeputatioŶs aŶd liǀelihoods of LoŶdoŶ͛s 
goldsmiths and merchants, the credit of their institutions, and the fineness of coin and bullion. 
It was widely acknowledged in urban society both that assayers were a highly skilled artisanal 
grouping, and that their knowledge and expertise, like the materials with which they worked, 
were extremely precious. More broadly, across sixteenth-and early seventeenth-century 
Europe, against the backdrop of crises in specie, and the mining boom, assay practitioners 
garnered new respect and prestige.3  
 
The knowledge and working practices of master assayers were also deemed to be valuable by 
those in London society with a broader interest in material trials, or experiments. Engaged in 
the separation and transformation of matter, assayers and the affairs of their workshops were 
a curiosity for those interested in the secrets of nature. As Lazarus Ercker, a sixteenth-century 
assay practitioner and mint offiĐial ǁƌote, ͚this Aƌt of AssaǇiŶg is the ǀeƌǇ IŶlet aŶd Motheƌ of 
many other honourable and profitable Sciences as Experience teaches us, and the more a 
ŵaŶ fiŶds out, the ŵoƌe he is stiƌ͛d up to the ĐoŶteŵplatiŶg aŶd doing of things of an higher 
Nature.͛4 A ŵeƌĐhaŶt ƌepoƌted iŶ ϭϲϮϮ that ͚ĐoŵiŶg to the AssaǇ-house [within the Tower 
liberties], there we found diuers gentlemen desirous to see the manner of making of Assayes 
of Gold aŶd “ilueƌ͛.5 John Evelyn, diarist, writer, and founder member of the Royal Society, 
ƌeĐoƌded iŶ JulǇ ϭϲϳϴ ͚I went to the Tower to try a Mettal at the Say-Masters, which 
[disappointingly] onely proved “ulphuƌ͛.6 Surviving notebooks and recipes compiled by 
amateur gentlemen natural philosophers, such as Hugh Plat, and Clement Draper, are also 
ƌeplete ǁith teĐhŶiƋues peƌtaiŶiŶg to the assaǇeƌ͛s testing and separation of metals by fire, 
solution, and touchstone.7 In his 1682 translation of EƌĐkeƌ͛s influential German text on 
metallurgy, Sir John Pettus FRS presented assaying as one of those bodies of knowledge that 
ǁould ŵake the ͚Aƌts aŶd “ĐieŶĐes flouƌish͛. Pettus thus Đlaiŵed to ďe ĐoŶtƌiďutiŶg to ͚the 
fƌee ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ of suĐh thiŶgs as had ŵaŶǇ Ages ďefoƌe laiŶ seĐƌet͛.8 
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As an occupational group, or knowledge community, assayers cannot be neatly categorised 
iŶto Đƌaft, ĐoŵŵeƌĐial, oƌ ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ͛ ƌealŵs. Their activities and exchanges belie any 
purported boundaries between artisanal, mercantile, and experimental worlds. Moreover, 
despite the best efforts of institutional authorities, their craft secrets could not be contained 
ǁithiŶ the ǁalls of ǁoƌkshops at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall, aŶd the MiŶt. The eŵďodied eǆpeƌtise of 
assayers at work was observed and commented upon by interested parties, and occasionally 
taught to gentlemen by insubordinate artisans. Manuscripts alleging to reveal the mysteries 
of the assaǇeƌs͛ working practices circulated within the metropolis. Notwithstanding the 
significance of their professional activities to contemporaries, assayers and their knowledge 
cultures have barely featured in cultural, commercial, or scientific histories of early modern 
London. Individual assayers are fleetingly mentioned in institutional histories, but they never 
take centre stage; and we have no clear sense of collective practices, epistemologies, or social 
networks.9  
 
This aďseŶĐe of LoŶdoŶ͛s assaǇeƌs fƌoŵ ǁideƌ disĐussioŶs of kŶoǁledge ĐoŵŵuŶities aŶd 
cultures is all the more striking in view of the flourishing academic interest in artisanal, 
scholarly and mercantile exchanges. Across urbanised Europe, long-standing boundaries 
between workshop experimentation and intellectual/humanistic discourse were breaking 
down.10 IŶ Ŷoƌth ItalǇ aŶd south GeƌŵaŶǇ ͚the teǆtual aŶd piĐtoƌial elaboration of the 
ŵeĐhaŶiĐal aƌts iŶ ĐodiĐes alloǁed theiƌ tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ fƌoŵ ͞kŶoǁ-hoǁ,͟ aǀailaďle foƌ 
ĐoŶstƌuĐtiŶg thiŶgs iŶ the ǁoƌld, to ͞kŶoǁledge͟ iŶǀolǀiŶg ƌatioŶal oƌ ŵatheŵatiĐal 
pƌiŶĐiples͛.11 Craftsmen in the free imperial cities of the Holy Roman Empire developed an 
͚aƌtisaŶal episteŵologǇ͛, aƌtiĐulated thƌough ŵateƌial pƌoduĐts of the ǁoƌkshop aŶd ǁƌitteŶ 
treatises on the mechanical arts. Pamela Smith has argued that this distinctive philosophy 
ǁas ĐeŶtƌed oŶ the ĐƌaftsŵaŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶtial uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the Ŷatuƌal ǁoƌld, ͚a ǁaǇ of 
kŶoǁiŶg Ŷatuƌe͛ gƌaduallǇ aĐĐuŵulated thƌough Ǉeaƌs of phǇsiĐal toil iŶ the ǁoƌkshop. 
Knowledge was achieved by doing. Crucially, in addition to enhancing the prestige of (certain) 
craft practitioners, Smith interprets this artisanal epistemology as a central force behind the 
development of natural philosophy and the experimental method.12 The work of Deborah 
HaƌkŶess has dƌaǁŶ atteŶtioŶ to ͚the deŶselǇ soĐial ĐoŵŵuŶities of pƌaĐtiĐe͛ ǁhiĐh foƌŵed 
the bedrock of LoŶdoŶ͛s seǀeŶteeŶth-century empirical culture. Medical practitioners, 
mathematical instrument makers, botanists, and alchemists, among other groups, developed 
ĐoŵŵuŶities, liteƌaĐies, aŶd pƌaĐtiĐes ͚that led to aŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ sophistiĐated haŶds-on 
exploratioŶ of the Ŷatuƌal ǁoƌld͛.13  
 
This article is intended as a contribution to this broader interrogation of making, testing, 
knowing and experimenting in early modern Britain and Europe. It sets out to address a series 
of ďƌoad ƋuestioŶs aďout the Ŷatuƌe of assaǇeƌs͛ ǁoƌkiŶg pƌaĐtiĐes aŶd epistemologies. What 
were the characteristics of an expert assayer? How was their expertise acquired, and why 
might this be codified? How sigŶifiĐaŶt ǁeƌe LoŶdoŶ͛s iŶstitutioŶal ďodies, speĐifiĐallǇ the 
Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ aŶd the ‘oǇal MiŶt, iŶ deǀeloping collective identities and attitudes to 
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knowledge making? To what extent can we speak of a distinctive knowledge culture of assay 
trials? And, fiŶallǇ, hoǁ ŵight ǁe ĐoŶĐeptualise the assaǇeƌs͛ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to, oƌ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ 
ǁith, LoŶdoŶ͛s ďƌoadeƌ ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ Đultuƌe͛? These issues aƌe eǆploƌed thƌough a ǁide-ranging 
body of sources, including institutional court minutes and accounts, artisanal petitions, 
mercantile guidebooks, diaries, correspondence, recipe books, and natural philosophical 
treatises. As far as the sources allow, the discussion is centred upon the perspective of the 
master assayers themselves.  
 
This examination of the culture of assay in London begins with the institutional workshop 
spaces in which assayers undertook their professional activities, and the corporate cultures 
of which they were a part. We then turn to the manuscript cultures through which assayers 
codified and communicated knowledge, secrets and techniques to broader urban audiences, 
perhaps beyond the walls of craft and commercial establishments. Finally, we assess 
exchanges, and social and epistemological tensions, between assayers and the wider 
community of Londoners engaged in scientific knowledge production and dissemination. 
 
 Institutional spaces and knowledge cultures 
 
From the thirteenth century, the Royal Mint was housed at the Tower of London. The Tower 
mint was the primary institution in England for the production of silver and gold coin. Its 
offiĐials aŶd ŵoŶeǇeƌs ͚ǁeƌe iŶĐoƌpoƌated as ͞one body perpetual͟ with the right to use their 
oǁŶ ĐoŵŵoŶ seal, to hold laŶd, aŶd to sue iŶ aŶǇ Đouƌt͛.14 The built environment of the Mint 
consisted of a series of structures which gradually spread, by the end of the fifteenth century, 
to fill the narrow space between the inner and outer walls, or curtain walls, of the Tower. The 
most significant Mint buildings were situated along what was known as Mint Street, which 
ƌaŶ Ŷoƌthǁaƌds fƌoŵ BǇǁaƌd Toǁeƌ, up to Legge͛s MouŶt.15 Archaeological excavations 
uŶdeƌtakeŶ iŶ the ϭϵϳϬs at Legge͛s MouŶt, the Ŷoƌth-west corner of the Tower, uncovered 
brick buildings with furnaces, and the remains of crucibles (clay pots), bone ash cupels, 
parting and distillation vessels, and scrap metal; all crucial apparatus and materials for 
metallurgical workshop processes. This was almost certainly the location for the assaying of 
silver, and parting of silver and gold.16 The assay master, in residence at the assay house at 
the Tower mint, had the crucial responsibility of testing the quality of bullion and coinage.17 
A contemporary treatise stressed that ͚the assaǇ ŵasteƌ ǁhose Đhaƌge is of the gƌeatest 
weight [of all Mint officials] and requireth most skill for his is a judge of the standard between 
the pƌiŶĐe aŶd the suďjeĐt͛.18 DuƌiŶg the Tƌial of the PǇǆ, the ŵasteƌ assaǇeƌ͛s iŶtegƌitǇ aŶd 
expertise were regularly put to the test. This ceremonial testing process involved the assay of 
a sample of coins produced at the Mint by a jury of experienced goldsmiths, to ensure the 
coinage met the standards set by the crown.19 
 
The other major institutional assay workshop was located in the centre of the city; from 
December 1478, an assay house aŶd a salaƌied assaǇeƌ ǁeƌe loĐated iŶ Goldsŵiths͛ Hall.20 
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This institutional building was situated on the corner of Foster Lane and Maiden Lane, in the 
ŵidst of a deŶse Ŷetǁoƌk of goldsŵiths͛ ǁoƌkshops aŶd ƌetail spaĐes, just Ŷoƌth of the ǁest-
end of Cheapside. In the late fifteenth century, a centralised system of daily testing and 
ŵaƌkiŶg ;oƌ ͚touĐhiŶg͛Ϳ the ǁƌought plate of LoŶdoŶ͛s goldsŵiths ƌeplaĐed the Đustoŵ ďǇ 
which company wardens periodically assayed plate in the premises of individual goldsmiths.21 
This artisan tested the raw materials – silver and gold ingots – used ďǇ LoŶdoŶ͛s goldsŵiths, 
and their wrought silver articles, to ensure that all were of the correct standard. The assay 
master also checked the weights used by precious metal workers. The oath of the common 
assayer emphasised the significance of his personal integrity:  
 
You shall sǁeaƌ to […] tƌulǇ assaǇ all suĐh gold aŶd silǀeƌ as shall ďe ďƌought to Ǉou to 
assay. And also you shall melt all pieces of gold and silver delivered to you truly and 
impartially, without any deceit, to the least waste and daŵage possiďle […] AŶd eǀeƌǇ 
article of gold and silver that you receive you shall keep safely, recording it all in 
writing and returning it honestly when you are asked to do so, making a true account 
of it uninfluenced by favour or affection, hatred or ill-will.22 
 
A representation from the 1670s of the interior of the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkshop at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall 
reduced the complex workshop processes, and social relationships, to a series of numbered 
illustrations (figure 1).  
 
The liǀed ƌealitǇ of the ĐoŵŵoŶ assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkiŶg pƌaĐtiĐes pƌoǀed to ďe ŵuĐh ŵoƌe 
complicated than this oath and visual depiction suggested, not least because the testing 
process was inherently subjective and volatile. For fire assay, also called cupellation assay, 
the practitioner took a sample of precious metal from the article to be tested, which was 
weighed, and then melted down multiple times in a cupel (cup of bone ash) with lead until 
the base metals in the sample were absorbed into the cupel. Base and precious metals thus 
separated, the fineness of the pure sample, or bead, was then weighed and calculated.23 
Assay by fire involved an experiential understanding of many workshop variables, including 
furnace temperatures, and the malleability of metals. Materials and elements might behave 
in unexpected ways. A fourteenth-century manuscript note from the Royal Mint 
ƌeĐoŵŵeŶded that iŶ eǀeƌǇ iŶstaŶĐe of testiŶg ͚at least three impeccable assays should be 
made, lest through overheating or otherwise the silver should have spurted out from one of 
the assays and lest from draughts or a failure of the fire, the assay should have cooled, or by 
the fall of Đoals oƌ iŶ aŶǇ otheƌ ǁaǇ the assaǇ oƌ silǀeƌ should haǀe ďeeŶ diŵiŶished.͛24 The 
assaǇeƌ at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall aŶd the Toǁeƌ ŵiŶt ;soŵetiŵes, ĐoŶtƌoǀeƌsiallǇ, the saŵe ŵaŶͿ 
was also enmeshed in a complex series of institutional relationships, hence, acting truly and 
impartially in the eyes of guild and mint governors, merchants, and working goldsmiths was 
oftentimes a challenge. But for our purposes, fortunately, it was precisely when relations 
between the goldsmiths and their assayer broke down that accounts of expected standards, 
customs and values are most clearly articulated in the company archive.25 
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Managing the physical space of the assaǇ house at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall ǁas a peƌeŶŶial aŶd 
unique challenge for the guild. In part this was a consequence of its location within a 
multifunctional institutional space. The famed sixteenth-century metallurgist Georgius 
AgƌiĐola ƌeĐoŵŵeŶded that the assaǇeƌ ͚should Đlose the dooƌs of the ƌooŵ iŶ ǁhiĐh the 
assay furnace stands, lest anyone coming in at an inopportune moment might disturb his 
thoughts when theǇ aƌe iŶteŶt oŶ the ǁoƌk͛.26 The deputy assayer in early modern London 
had no such splendid isolation. A suƌǀeǇ of Goldsŵiths͛ Hall datiŶg from the 1680s shows the 
eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkiŶg aŶd liǀiŶg spaĐe ǁas eŵďedded iŶ the ĐoŵpaŶǇ 
building, and the wider urban environment (figure 2). At aŶǇ oŶe tiŵe ǁithiŶ Goldsŵiths͛ Hall 
numerous political, social, domestic and commercial spatial practices were undertaken by 
men (and occasionally women) of varying statuses. As we will see, unsolicited eyes observed 
workshop activities, and ears overheard company secrets.  
 
The Goldsmiths͛ concerns about inteƌfeƌeŶĐes ǁith the assaǇeƌ͛s laďouƌ ǁeƌe ofteŶ more 
pointed than mere distraction. There was also a distinct corporate cultural ambiguity about 
the extent to which the ĐoŵŵoŶ assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkiŶg pƌaĐtiĐes ought to ďe ŵade ǀisiďle to 
interested parties. The deep-rooted ideal of secrecy in relation to the craft mystery (the 
valuable collective embodied skills and techniques of the guild), meant the assaǇeƌ͛s 
workshop ought to be shielded from prying eyes and inquisitive ears from outside of the 
goldsŵiths͛ guild.27 The Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ͛s fiƌst eǆteŶsiǀe ďook of OƌdiŶaŶĐes aŶd 
“tatutes, Đoŵpiled iŶ “epteŵďeƌ ϭϰϳϴ, iŶĐluded appƌopƌiate peŶalties ͚if aŶǇ ŵaŶ ƌeǀeals the 
seĐƌets of his Đƌaft͛.28 More specifically, the trials undertaken by institutional assayers were 
meant to be discreet and private in order to uphold the allegedly impartial nature of the 
process, and they were thus ideally concealed from all but the employees of the workshop 
and institutional authorities. And yet, this very secrecy, and apparent lack of transparency 
ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg the deputǇ assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkshop aĐtiǀities, repeatedly led to complaints and 
controversies. In the hands and judgements of LoŶdoŶ͛s assaǇeƌs laǇ the puƌitǇ of speĐie aŶd 
the livelihoods of artisans and merchants. The honesty and quality of their work also reflected 
upon institutional reputations. Thus a balance was continually renegotiated between 
͚seĐƌeĐǇ͛ aŶd ͚opeŶŶess͛ iŶ ƌelatioŶ to the ǁoƌkiŶg spaĐe of the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ͛s assaǇ 
master. Unlike, for example, the company parlour, a site of civic governance that became 
progressively more exclusive over the course of the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries, regulating access to, and views of, the assay house was an altogether trickier 
endeavour.29 
 
The Goldsŵiths͛ Company archive sheds light on the challenges faced in restricting 
observation and entry to institutional assay workshops. First, craft secrets were a marketable 
commodity, and thus might be communicated and performed outside of the workshop and 
sold. In 1560 the assistants chastised their assay worker John Kirk for bargaining with certain 
gentlemen of the Court ͚to teach them the feate of assayes making͛. The wardens told him 
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that it was unlawful, and contrary to his oath, ͚to open that or any other secret of his mystery 
to any man that is not free thereof.͛ Kirk said that ͚he had taught others,͛ and ͚would do it 
again for money,͛ and ͚stood stoutly on his defence͛.30 We find in the early seventeenth 
ĐeŶtuƌǇ that ǁoƌkŵeŶ eŵploǇed ďǇ the deputǇ assaǇeƌ ǁeƌe gossipiŶg aďout the ͚seĐƌets of 
the assaǇ house͛ to stƌaŶgeƌ goldsŵiths oŶ a stƌeet adjaĐeŶt to Goldsŵiths͛ Hall.31 The 
physical boundaries of the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkshop, espeĐially doors and windows, also had to be 
closely monitored when trials were taking place. In August 1601, for instance, the company 
governors ruled that no man should walk on the terrace while the assayer and touch wardens 
ǁeƌe at ǁoƌk ͚aŶd doe sitt aŶd deďate aďout the affaiƌes of this soĐietie͛; fƌoŵ the ǀaŶtage 
point of the elevated terrace one could covertly observe the activities taking place in the 
assaǇeƌ͛s Đhaŵďeƌ.32  
 
The space of the assay house was also understood by contemporary artisans to be intimately 
associated with the skill and integrity of its office-holder. In extremis the physical state of the 
built environment, and the (dis)honourable reputation of the assay master, were even seen 
to be mutually reinforcing. This perceived association is amply demonstrated by two 
especially contentious and long-running disputes between the assay master and the wider 
ďodǇ of LoŶdoŶ͛s goldsŵiths. In the 1560s common assayer Richard Rogers was in repeated 
conflict with the assistants of the company.33 Tensions were generated in part because he 
held a prominent position at the Mint, in addition to his company role.34 As the assayer at 
Goldsŵiths͛ Hall ǁas Đalled upoŶ to ďe a ĐheĐk oŶ the assaǇeƌ at the Toǁeƌ, thƌough the assaǇ 
of the coinage at the Trial of the Pyx, ‘ogeƌs ǁas said to ďe iŶ effeĐt ͚his oǁŶe judge, Ŷot 
ǁithout gƌeat suspiĐioŶ of paƌtialitǇ͛.35 Suspicions about Rogers were also focused upon his 
keepiŶg aŶ opeŶ shop oŶ Cheapside ͚ǁheƌe he also dǁelleth͛. Despite the oƌdiŶaŶĐes of the 
guild, which stated that the common assayer should ƌeside iŶ Goldsŵiths͛ Hall, Rogers would 
Ŷot ͚giǀe oǀeƌ his oĐĐupueǇŶĐǇe aŶd dǁellǇŶge iŶ Chepe, aŶd Đoŵe dǁell iŶ his house […] 
ǁ[i]thiŶ goldsŵiths hall͛.36 The assistants lamented in December 1564 that the tenement 
ǁhiĐh ƌightlǇ ďeloŶged to the offiĐe ͚Ŷoǁ staŶdeth aŶd of loŶg tǇŵe hathe staŶde ǀoǇde aŶd 
eŵptie to the gƌeat haƌŵe aŶd deĐaǇ of the saŵe͛. The goǀeƌŶoƌs of the guild heƌe eƋuated 
the iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ deĐƌepit edifiĐe of the assaǇeƌ͛s iŶstitutioŶal ƌesidence with the diminishing 
integrity of the officeholder. Three years later, the assistants were still complaining of 
‘ogeƌs͛s ͚fƌiǀolous delaǇs͛ iŶ ƌeŵoǀiŶg hiŵself fƌoŵ Cheapside to the ͚house ďeloŶgǇŶg to his 
office of assayes makynge as other his pr[e]deĐessoƌs […] tǇŵe out of ŵǇŶde haǀe doŶe͛. 
When Rogers was finally dismissed from the company post in 1567, he pointedly kept in his 
possession the physical contents of the Assay Office, including the weights and tools for trials, 
belonging to the guild, until the matter was resolved to his satisfaction.37 
 
The exceptionally protracted early seventeenth-century disagreement between deputy 
assayer John Reynolds, and a group of working goldsmiths, also speaks directly to matters of 
skill and integrity, and legitimate oversight of the space of the assay house.38 In May 1629, a 
group of thirteen working goldsmiths presented a petition thoroughly besmirching Reynolds͛s 
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personal honour and professional integrity. Clearly their grievances had been mounting for 
some time. The document detailed eight ƌeasoŶs ǁhǇ ͚ǁee the ǁoƌkeŵeŶ […] ĐoŶĐeaǀe that 
Ŷeitheƌ hee the said assaǇeƌ Ŷoƌ his seƌǀaŶts aƌe fit to judge oƌ ƌefuse ouƌ plate͛. The ƌoot of 
their objection was that, far from acting with the integrity that his office required, Reynolds, 
haǀiŶg ͚sett aside all feaƌ of God hath ǀiolated his aŶŶual oath ďǇ faǀouƌ, affeĐtioŶ, hate aŶd 
eǀil ǁill to diǀeƌse […] ŵeŶ of this ŵisteƌǇ͛. ‘eǇŶolds ǁas said to ďe ͚paƌtial iŶ his offiĐe, 
allowing plate of the fineness of the standard to be touched for them that he favoureth and 
ĐausiŶg the ǁaƌdeŶs to ďƌeak soŵe faƌ ďetteƌ of suĐh ǁoƌkeŵeŶ disaffeĐted ďǇ hiŵ͛. IŶ a 
revealing insight regarding the anticipated personality traits of a master assayer, Reynolds 
was said to lack control of his passions or senses. He had aŶ iƌƌepƌessiďle ͚fuƌǇ oƌ ƌatheƌ 
madness͛ aŶd ͚in his rage hath misused many͛ ďǇ breaking plate that was later proved to be 
up to standard. The petitioners especially resented the idea that Reynolds presumed himself 
to have ƌoǇal pƌoteĐtioŶ, oŶ aĐĐouŶt of his dual ƌole at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall aŶd the Toǁeƌ, 
͚affiƌŵiŶg hiŵself to ďe his ŵajesties seƌǀaŶt daƌiŶg aŶǇ ŵaŶ ǁhoŵe he hath ǁƌoŶged oŶĐe 
to touĐh hiŵ, ĐoŵŵaŶdiŶg the ǁaƌdeŶs iŶ the kiŶgs Ŷaŵe to do as he ǁould haǀe theŵ͛.39   
 
‘eǇŶold͛s ĐouŶteƌ-petition to these accusations of partiality, maliciousness and 
mismanagement, speaks directly to the matters of skill, honesty and regulation of the space 
of the assay office with which this article is concerned. Reynolds assured the wardens that 
the oath of his offiĐe ǁas ͚a ďoŶd of IŶtegƌitǇ laid upoŶ his conscience his sufficiency of skill 
aŶd kŶoǁledge ƌeƋuiƌed foƌ that plaĐe, ďeiŶg Ŷot iŶfeƌioƌ to aŶǇ his pƌedeĐessoƌs͛. Fuƌtheƌ, 
the master assayer proposed that the primary cause foƌ the ǁoƌkŵeŶ͛s disĐoŶteŶt ǁas the 
Ŷeǁ spatial ĐoŶteǆt ǁithiŶ ǁhiĐh the assaǇeƌ͛s judgeŵeŶts ǁeƌe eŶaĐted. ‘eǇŶolds suggested 
that the ͚iŶŶoǀatioŶ͛ of destƌoǇiŶg ͚ŵeŶ͛s stuffe͛ iŶ the assaǇ house rather than the parlour, 
and ͚ ǁithout due ĐeƌeŵoŶie aŶd soleŵǇŶitie͛, ǁas eŶĐouƌagiŶg ͚tuƌďuleŶt spiƌits͛.40 Reynolds 
ǁas disŵissed fƌoŵ his ƌole as ĐoŵŵoŶ assaǇeƌ at Goldsŵiths͛ Hall, ďut his ĐoŵŵeŶts 
regarding the witnessing of work and judgements were acted upon. The company court 
decreed that all deceitfully made plate should be broken in the parlour before two wardens, 
not in the Assay House, or elsewhere, and that the clerk should certify the deceit, and the 
ǁoƌkŵaŶ͛s Ŷaŵe, to the Ŷeǆt Đouƌt.41 Moreover, select groups of working goldsmiths were 
encouraged to observe trial personally.42 Making the workshop activities of the company 
assayer visible to the wider body of goldsmiths was significant at this moment to repair the 
trust and accountability of the assay house. 
 
Collective judgements were also important when London institutions were making 
assessments of the expertise and suitability of artisanal candidates for the post of common 
assaǇeƌ oƌ ŵasteƌ. WheŶ hiƌiŶg a Ŷeǁ deputǇ assaǇeƌ, the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ ƌeƋuiƌed 
short-listed applicants to demonstrate their practical skills in front of select groups of 
goldsŵiths at the assaǇ house iŶ Goldsŵiths͛ Hall.43 Similarly, the Mint instigated a 
competitive process of evaluation for their assay master. When in post as Master of the Royal 
Mint, Isaac Newton wrote extensively of a prolonged controversy between two candidates. 
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In writing his defence of assayer Charles Brattle, and simultaneously playing down the claims 
and expertise of assayer Catesby Oadham, Newton disclosed considerable detail about the 
assessment process. Moreover, it is notable that a formal practical appraisal was deemed 
necessary, despite the fact that Charles Brattle succeeded his brother, Daniel Brattle, as 
ƋueeŶ͛s assaǇ ŵasteƌ, haǀiŶg aided hiŵ iŶ this post foƌ seǀeƌal Ǉeaƌs.44 Brattle and Oadham, 
and two other unnamed assayers, ͚had a Coŵpaƌatiǀe Tƌial ďefoƌe the offiĐeƌs they made 
each of them Eight Assays of Gold in four successive Fires, two in artiffice, and as many of 
silǀeƌ […] Mr. Brattel ǁas […] oďseƌǀed to haŶdle thiŶgs ǁith ŵoƌe DeǆteƌitǇ aŶd dispatĐh͛.45 
Tellingly, one of the disparaging arguments put forward about Oadham focused precisely 
upon the lack of perceived legitimacy of (non-institutional) witnesses. Newton wrote that few 
of the ͚MeƌĐhaŶts & Goldsŵiths͛ ǁho Đeƌtified Oadhaŵ͛s skill ǁeƌe ͚men of note for skill in 
assaying, or ever met together to see him make a competent number of successive Assays 
whereby they might be able to judge of his skill͛.46 
 
Presumably assayers did learn their craft through apprenticeships to expert practitioners, but 
since workshop learning was based upon observation, experience, and tacit exchanges, not 
codified knowledge, there is a general lacuna of evidence for the learning of crafts in early 
modern Britain and Europe.47 It is evident, however, that the skills of assaying, and more 
specifically, the office of master assayer at the Royal Mint and the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ were 
roles that were ideally kept within trusted families (or expert networks), such as the 
aforementioned Brattles.48 After an extraordinary thirty-five years of service, company 
assayer William Dymock requested in 1611 that the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ ŵight ďe ͚pleased 
to gƌaŶt the ƌeǀeƌsioŶ of his offiĐe to his soŶ͛. He stƌessed that oǀeƌ his leŶgthǇ teŶuƌe he had 
͚eduĐated aŶd ŵade his soŶ fit foƌ the offiĐe͛. UpoŶ his death siǆ Ǉeaƌs lateƌ DǇŵoĐk͛s ƌeƋuest 
was granted, and his son, Thomas Dymock, succeeded to the office. In 1653 it was reported 
to the court of wardens that Abraham Jackson, the son of company assayer Alexander 
JaĐksoŶ, ǁas ͚helpful to his fatheƌ iŶ the eǆeƌĐise of the plaĐe͛; as a ĐoŶseƋueŶĐe of ǁhiĐh the 
wardens remitted him the fee of his freedom. Two years later the company offered to pay 
Abraham, ͚ďƌought up to the ŵǇsteƌǇ of aŶ assaǇeƌ͛, tǁeŶtǇ pouŶds per annum. In 1661 he 
ǁas offiĐiallǇ sǁoƌŶ aŶ assaǇeƌ foƌ the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ.49 
 
Knowledge communities and manuscript cultures 
 
In early modern cities institutional knowledge cultures were not just observed in the 
workshop. Urban residents might also encounter artisanal practices and customs through 
texts. Manuscripts and printed treatises on craft practices were produced and circulated in 
ever greater numbers in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, and allegedly revealed 
to liteƌate audieŶĐes ͚the seĐƌets of the aƌts͛ ǁhiĐh had foƌŵeƌlǇ ďeeŶ hiddeŶ ǁithiŶ aƌtisaŶal 
work sites.50 Teǆts oŶ Đƌaft seĐƌets ǁeƌe paƌt of a diǀeƌse geŶƌe of ͚ďooks of seĐƌets͛, ǁhiĐh 
iŶĐluded, ďut ǁas Ŷot liŵited to, ͚diƌeĐtiǀes to ŵake eǀeƌǇdaǇ foodstuffs aŶd ŵediĐiŶes oƌ a 
set of alchemical instructions or technical trade know-hoǁ͛.51 As Pamela Smith has suggested, 
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͚ďooks of seĐƌets […] ǁeƌe aŶ aƌtiĐulatioŶ of the eǆpeƌieŶtial knowledge of craftspeople and 
practitioners that was ͞hidden͟ iŶ the thiŶgs of Ŷatuƌe oƌ iŶ the ŵateƌial Đƌaft.͛52 We focus 
here upon two such London-based manuscripts, which emerged from an established tradition 
of writing about metallurgical processes and were rooted in the institutional workshops 
whose spatial and social practices we have just observed. These manuscripts provide unusual 
insights into the techniques, proficiencies, materials and tools required for undertaking trials 
by assay. They also demonstrate the contemporary significance of the codification of 
expertise. 
 
OŶ ϮϬ JuŶe ϭϲϬϲ, the ǁaƌdeŶs of the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ ǁeƌe pƌeseŶted ǁith the gift of a 
ŵaŶusĐƌipt ǁhose authoƌ ͚had takeŶ gƌeate paiŶes iŶ tƌaŶslat[i]oŶ͛.53 The work was entitled 
The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse. Wherein is layde up many hidden secrets of that Ingenious 
Misterie (figure 3). The teǆt had ďeeŶ pƌeseŶted, ͚Đoŵpiled, ŵade, aŶd dƌaǁeŶ iŶto this 
Method by H-G. Citizen and Gouldsmythe of LoŶdoŶ͛, aŶd is dated ϭϲϬϰ.54 As is typical of 
books of craft secrets and technological treatises, the Storehowse explores a wide variety of 
subject matter, including the social and institutional organisation of the Mint, translations of 
late-medieval lapidaries, and alchemical experiments and formulas.55 The manuscript consists 
of eighty-three quarto leaves and is divided into three books, containing multiple short 
chapters.56 Thematically, the overall focus of the work is on the activities of assaying, refining 
and monetary circulation. 
 
It is probable that this manuscript was a collaboration between a father and son, both named 
HaŶŶiďal GaŵoŶ, aŶd ďoth ŵeŵďeƌs of the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ. The soŶ, HaŶŶiďal GaŵoŶ 
the younger (bap. 1582), graduated from Broadgates Hall, Oxford with a BA degree in 1603, 
and an MA in 1606.57 He was a company exhibitioner, meaning that he received financial 
suppoƌt fƌoŵ the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ toǁaƌds his uŶiǀeƌsitǇ eduĐatioŶ. IŶ ϭϲϬϯ the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ gaǀe hiŵ fiǀe pouŶds ͚toǁaƌd his grace in the universitie and the charges of his 
Đoŵ[ŵ]eŶĐeŵeŶt͛, aŶd oŶ ƌeĐeipt of the ŵaŶusĐƌipt iŶ ϭϲϬϲ, the guild gaǀe hiŵ teŶ pouŶds 
toǁaƌds his ĐoŵŵeŶĐeŵeŶt ͚to ďe Masteƌ of aƌtes͛.58 The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse thus 
appears to have been a learned gift presented in return for the coŵpaŶǇ͛s patƌoŶage of 
GaŵoŶ͛s higheƌ eduĐatioŶ; iŶdeed the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s aƌŵs featuƌe pƌoŵiŶeŶtlǇ oŶ the title page 
of the ŵaŶusĐƌipt, aŶd the ǁaƌdeŶs ǁeƌe pleased that he ͚shewed A thankfull minde to the 
Company in the dediĐat[i]oŶ͛ of the ďook.59 Hannibal Gamon senior gained his freedom in 
1575 and was a practising goldsmith, with premises on Cheapside. Multiple members of the 
GaŵoŶ faŵilǇ ǁeƌe also ŵeŵďeƌs of the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ, iŶĐludiŶg HeŶƌǇ GaŵoŶ, 
brother of Hannibal Gamon the younger (who gained his freedom through apprenticeship in 
1604), and Richard Gamon, son of Hannibal Gamon the younger (who gained his freedom 
through patrimony in 1626).60  
 
The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse contains many references to ancient and contemporary 
souƌĐes, iŶĐludiŶg Aƌistotle͛s Ethics, PliŶǇ the Eldeƌ͛s Naturalis Historia, aŶd AgƌiĐola͛s De re 
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Metallica.61 It is also evident that the authors of the Storehowse had read a copy of Thomas 
AuŶshaŵ͛s eaƌlǇ siǆteeŶth-century manuscript on minting and assaying.62 As deputy to 
comptroller Sir Henry WǇatt, AuŶshaŵ, ǁho ͚gaǀe dailǇ atteŶdaŶĐe͛ at the ‘oǇal MiŶt,  ǁas 
ideally placed to write about institutional knowledge cultures. He was also well informed 
about continental practices of metallurgy.63 Hannibal Gamon the younger was evidently well 
positioned to compile a treatise that included scholarly references, and details about 
contemporary craft practices and controversies. There are, though, certain particulars about 
workshop practices which could only have been known by his father. These details include a 
first-hand account of the outcome of the Trial of the Pyx in 1600 and 1601, for which Gamon 
senior had served on the jury.64 The likely circumstances behind the composition of the 
Storehowse – of a university-educated author in dialogue with workshop-based artisanal 
practitioners – aƌe siŵilaƌ to the ͚ĐollaďoƌatioŶ aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ͛ ďetǁeeŶ diffeƌeŶt 
cultures of learning and knowledge that Pamela Long has identified in southern Germany and 
northern and central Italy from the early fifteenth century.65 Authors of early-modern 
technical treatises often originated from artisanal families.66 
 
The second institutional manuscript under examination here is entitled Mint and Moneta 
(Mint and Money). This text comes from the archive of the Royal Mint, and is a presentational 
copy, but little else about the ŵaŶusĐƌipt͛s authoƌ oƌ the pƌeĐise ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes of its 
production is known. Archivists have dated it to the first decade of the eighteenth century.67 
A discussion of the expertise and precision involved in metallurgical testing would have been 
very timely in the decade following the Great Recoinage (1696).68 The manuscript is divided 
into two books, consisting of numerous short chapters. The first focuses upon weights and 
the production and testing of coin and is, essentially, a copy of an anonymous sixteenth-
century treatise. The second is in effect a short history of the Royal Mint.69 The complexity of 
descriptions of workshop processes are suggestive of an author who was either undertaking 
these practices himself or, at the very least, was a close observer. It is evident that the author 
of Mint and Moneta had also read a copy of The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse, as several 
passages are copied verbatim. Like the writers of the Storehowse, the author of Mint and 
Moneta was deeply immersed in the rich literatures of metallurgy; he stressed that the 
ĐoŶteŶts of his ŵaŶusĐƌipt ǁeƌe ͚pƌoǀed ďǇ all the most skillfullest men in these arts as well 
ďeǇoŶd the seas as heƌe iŶ EŶglaŶd͛.70  
 
For the purposes of this exploration of cultures of assay, these manuscripts bring to light 
significant themes relating to testing, making and knowing materials, instruments and the 
natural world, three of which are examined here. First, the texts emphasised the importance 
of both experiential and propositional knowledge. The expertise of assayers in undertaking 
trials is said to be rooted not simply in a mathematical understanding of metallic 
compositions, or a book-based humanist education, but also, crucially, through experience 
gained through years of repetitive toil in the workshop and acutely trained sensory faculties. 
There is no clear distinction made here betǁeeŶ the aĐtiǀities of the ͚ŵiŶd͛ aŶd those of the 
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͚haŶd͛. “eĐoŶd, the pƌaĐtitioŶeƌ-authors argued that testing was a collective social process, 
which ideally took place in particular institutional locales, amongst select groups of 
institutionally-trained master craftsmen/officials. It is well established that the experimental 
activities of gentlemen natural philosophers had definite spatial and social dimensions; so too 
did artisanal knowledge making.71 Third, these sources reveal something about the 
interrelationship between authorship, the codification of embodied epistemologies, and 
institutional knowledge cultures.  
 
In a chapter on the philosophy of money, in the first book of the Storehowse, Gamon claims 
that whereas every man knows by sight the basic distinction between bullion and money, 
assay ďǇ a ͚ ŵaŶ eǆpeƌte aŶd skilful thƌoǁe pƌaĐtize iŶ the Aƌte of AssaǇe MakiŶge͛, is ƌeƋuiƌed 
foƌ ͚ the peƌfit kŶoǁledge of Golde aŶd “Ǉlǀeƌ͛. It ǁas said ďǇ Gaŵon that assay by fire, through 
ǁhiĐh the ŵateƌial puƌitǇ of a ŵetalliĐ saŵple is tested, ͚‘eƋuǇƌethe a p[eƌ]fit AssaǇe ŵaŶ, 
whose p[er]fection must be grounded upon Artificiall Exercise; for these things doe rather 
consist in doinge, then in Resoninge, for they are not eselie reduced to matter of Argument, 
uŶlesse EǆeƌĐise ďe joǇŶed ǁ[i]th speĐhe͛.72 It was thus not enough for a man to have read 
about the craft process of assaying, textual learning was no substitute for first-hand manual 
pƌaĐtiĐe, oƌ ͚EǆeƌĐise͛. 
 
Through this emphasis on the embodied elements of artisanal expertise, Gamon reiterated 
the counsel of contemporary authorities on assaying. In Pirotechnia, one of the most 
influential metallurgical treatises of the early modern era, Italian Vannoccio Biringuccio 
stƌessed the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚seŶdiŶg out foƌ iŶfoƌŵatioŶ, ŵakiŶg oďseƌǀatioŶs ŵǇself, aŶd […] 
talkiŶg ǁith soŵeoŶe ǁho I kŶeǁ to ďe eǆpeƌieŶĐed͛.73 The German metallurgist and mining 
and assaying practitioner Lazarus Ercker (ca. 1530-94) stated in his Treatise on ores and 
assaying ;ϭϱϴϬͿ, ǁhiĐh ǁas iŶspiƌed ďǇ AgƌiĐola͛s De re metallica, that ͚these things cannot 
be pictured on paper in such a way that they can be understood and judged merely by reading 
about them. Reading shows you the way, but the work of your own hands gives you the 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe.͛74  
 
The peƌsoŶal Ƌualities of the ͚ peƌfeĐt͛ assaǇeƌ, ǁho ŵust ďe aĐutelǇ aǁaƌe of any defect which 
ǁould ŵake the assaǇ ͚uŶĐeƌtaiŶe aŶd Ŷot ƌepoƌtaďle͛, aƌe fuƌtheƌ deǀeloped ǁithiŶ the 
Storehowse. AssaǇiŶg, it ǁas said, ͚askethe a good JudgeŵeŶt, gotteŶ ƌatheƌ ďǇ Ǉeaƌes aŶd 
experience, then by speculation and dispute͛,  furthermore ͚ besydes his grownded experience 
in this scyence or ŵǇsteƌǇe [the aƌtisaŶ] should haǀe a peƌfit eie to ǀeǁe [oƌ ͚disĐeƌŶe͛], and 
as stedye a hande to waye for other ŵeŶs seŶses ĐaŶŶot seƌǀe hiŵ͛.75 The master assayer 
ideally had both innate and well-developed sensory perceptions that were honed through 
constant repetition of material experiments in the workshop.76 In order to make informed 
assessments of material properties and transformations he was expected to employ his full 
range of senses, not simply sight.77 Agricola advised practitioners to pay attention to the 
odour emitted when assaying gold.78 In a discussion of the evaluation of tin, Biringuccio spoke 
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of ͚the ǁhitest aŶd haƌdest, oƌ, ǁheŶ it is ďeŶt oƌ soŵe thiŶ eŶd of it is held tightlǇ ďǇ the 
teeth, is heaƌd to ĐƌaĐkle as fƌozeŶ ǁateƌ does͛.79 In the third book on recipes for the assaying 
of gold and silver, Gamon wrote of the importance of hearing when testing precious metals 
ǁith aĐid: ͚to haǀe suƌeƌ kŶoǁledge theƌof laǇe Ǉouƌ eaƌe uŶto the saide glasse and yf it be 
full laden and charged w[i]th sylver it will sounde in this wise. bott, bott, ďott͛.80 The author 
of Mint and Moneta repeated this advice about the necessity of listening when attending to 
and evaluating volatile workshop materials, and using taste to ascertain subtle differences of 
purity when conducting assay by touchstone.81  
 
According to these author-practitioners, the metallurgical expert should thus combine 
extensive workshop experience and uniquely attuned sensory perceptions. The fundamental 
iŶstƌuŵeŶt iŶ the assaǇeƌ͛s eŶdeaǀouƌs ǁas his oǁŶ ďodǇ, ďut this aƌtisaŶ also had thoƌough 
knowledge and understanding of his workshop tools; Gamon asserted that ͚ǁ[i]thoǁte 
kŶoǁledge theƌiŶ, the ǁoƌke ŵasteƌ shall goe ďliŶdlǇe to ǁoƌke͛.82 These artisans did not 
perceive any kind of tension between the application of wide-ranging haptic knowledge, 
including taste, smell, and touch, and the use of finely-tuned precision instruments, such as 
balances, that could measure with extreme accuracy. Sixteenth-century metallurgical 
authorities had stƌessed that aŶ aďilitǇ to ŵake oŶe͛s oǁŶ tools, iŶĐludiŶg ďalaŶĐe, ĐƌuĐiďle, 
aŶd fuƌŶaĐe, ǁas aŶ esseŶtial eleŵeŶt of aŶ assaǇeƌ͛s ŵasteƌǇ. BiƌiŶguĐĐio Đlaiŵed ͚that it 
can be said that there are almost as many diffeƌeŶt shapes of fuƌŶaĐes as ŵasteƌs͛.83 Ercker 
suggested that the filing and joining of the proof balance or scales was the most impressive 
aĐhieǀeŵeŶt: it ͚is a speĐial “ĐieŶĐe, aŶd is the tƌue Masteƌ-pieĐe͛. MaŶufaĐtuƌe aŶd 
maintenance of this precisioŶ iŶstƌuŵeŶt ͚doth tƌǇ ŵaŶǇ tiŵes a Masteƌ […] aŶd it ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ 
ŵust ďe ŵaŶaged ďǇ aŶ iŶgeŶious, aŶd Ŷot a dull “oul͛. The assaǇeƌ had to eŶsuƌe that the 
balances were kept clean of dust, that the scales were not agitated by currents of air, and to 
set the ŵeasuƌiŶg iŶstƌuŵeŶt ǁith ͚ďƌight aŶd Đleaƌ Glass, that the Light ŵaǇ Đoŵe iŶto it, 
aŶd that all thiŶgs ŵaǇ ďe seeŶ͛.84 Attention to these variables was essential to the act of 
ǁeighiŶg, a ǀital paƌt of the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkiŶg pƌaĐtiĐes. AĐĐuƌate ǁeighiŶg - and written 
accounts - of bullion, plate, and coin were vital for keeping track of any losses or gains (or 
indeed thefts) as precious metals underwent transformation during assay.85 For the assayer 
at the MiŶt ŵaŶagiŶg the fluiditǇ of gold aŶd silǀeƌ, ͚it is ŶeĐessaƌǇ to ƌeŵaiŶ ǁith the eǇes 
alǁaǇs opeŶ aŶd to keep the ďalaŶĐe aŶd peŶ alǁaǇs iŶ haŶd͛.86 
 
The authors of the Storehowse and Mint and Moneta described in detail the materials and 
techniques required for making cupels. Ideally these vessels were made from the burnt,  
Đƌushed aŶd ĐoŵpaĐted ͚Cheek BoŶes of the fish Đalled Pike, oƌ else the shaƌp piĐked eŶds of 
Harts HoƌŶes aŶd foƌ a Ŷeed the BoŶes of ChiĐkeŶs͛.87 They also included drawings of the 
ŵetalluƌgist͛s ǁoƌkshop iŶstƌuŵeŶts aŶd eƋuipŵeŶt. The earlier manuscript includes 
illustrations of touch needles; the Mint text contains a rich variety of drawings of workshop 
instruments, including furnaces, a set of balances, crucibles, tongs, and vessels for storing 
solutions (figures 4 and 5). Each diagram has an accompanying textual description, and a two-
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page spƌead of dƌaǁiŶgs is headed ͚the patteƌŶe oƌ ŵodell of the forme of severall adjuncts 
fit foƌ to ďe kŶoǁŶ of a skilful assaǇ ŵa[isteƌ]͛.88 The assaǇeƌ͛s ďalaŶĐes aƌe giǀeŶ speĐial ǀisual 
prominence, displayed in an ornate open-sided case. In sixteenth-century assaying texts 
authors explicitly stated their rationale for including illustrations. Agricola hired illustrators to 
ƌepƌeseŶt tools ͚lest desĐƌiptioŶs ǁhiĐh aƌe ĐoŶǀeǇed ďǇ ǁoƌds should eitheƌ Ŷot ďe 
understood by men of our own times, oƌ should Đause diffiĐultǇ to posteƌitǇ͛.89 Technical 
drawings might thus aid the ƌeadeƌ͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of aƌtisaŶal pƌoĐesses. Whether he was 
a fellow practitioner or non-expert they were a help in codifying and communicating 
experiential knowledge. These illustrations were also undoubtedly a means of deepening 
interest and intrigue in the practices being described, and they capture the (early modern, 
aŶd ŵodeƌŶͿ ƌeadeƌ͛s atteŶtioŶ. The dƌaǁiŶgs iŶ the MiŶt ŵaŶusĐƌipt, iŶ the saŵe haŶd as 
the text, might further have been an attempt at demonstrating the expertise of the author. 
 
Experience, repeated trials, extraordinary sensory perceptions and comprehensive 
understanding of workshop tools were thus all deemed to be significant features of the 
ŵasteƌ assaǇeƌ͛s pƌaĐtiĐe. This is a ĐoŵďiŶatioŶ of eǆpeƌtise foƌ the pƌoduĐtioŶ of knowledge 
ǁith ǁhiĐh suppoƌteƌs of the ͚Ŷeǁ ŵethod of philosophiziŶg͛ ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ ǁhollǇ iŶ 
sǇŵpathǇ; it is ;oŶlǇͿ the assaǇeƌ͛s soĐial status ǁhiĐh ŵakes hiŵ aŶ uŶƌeliaďle paƌtiĐipaŶt.90 
The authors of these presentational manuscripts on assaying also stressed the importance of 
collective participation, and witnessing, of workshop activities. The labours of the assayer 
were ideally observed and endorsed by groups of skilled office-holdeƌs. PatƌiĐk Wallis͛s ǁoƌk 
on guild searches of artisanal shops and work spaces throughout the early modern metropolis 
similarly stresses the importance of this collective decision-making dimension. Groups of 
three of four citizens would apply their full range of senses and technical abilities when 
making judgements about material quality.91  
 
Collective judgement was of especial urgency when the value of the coinage was at stake. The 
description in The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse of the Tƌial of the PǇǆ uŶdeƌtakeŶ ͚ iŶ oŶe paƌte 
of Ǉe IŶŶeƌ Chaŵďeƌ iŶ Ǉe “taƌƌe Chaŵďeƌ͛, affiƌŵs the soĐial aŶd politiĐal weight of the 
collective nature of artisanal knowledge making.92 The teǆt ƌeǀeals that fifteeŶ ͚AŶĐieŶt aŶd 
skilfullest goldsŵǇthes͛ ǁeƌe ĐhoseŶ foƌ the juƌǇ, aŶd ͚thǇtheƌ they all resorte, [to the star 
chamber] w[i]th their glasse, waightes, stronge water, and all other things necessarye 
peƌtiŶeŶt to asaǇe ŵakiŶge͛. It is iŶdiĐatiǀe of the soĐial stƌuĐtuƌe of LoŶdoŶ soĐietǇ, aŶd the 
perceived need to ritually perform social diffeƌeŶĐe, that ͚the Loƌdes goe to dǇŶŶeƌ iŶ the 
nexte Roomthe, and so the Jurie goe to worke, that they maye be redie w[i]th their verdict 
agaiŶst the Ŷoďell ŵeŶ haǀe dǇŶed͛.93 In 1601, however, a year in which Haniball Gamon 
senior was serving on the juƌǇ, ͚ This TƌǇall ďeiŶg thus ŵade, aŶd fiŶdiŶge the fuƌŶaĐe foƌ ǁaŶt 
of use Ŷot agƌeaďle […] ǁe depaƌted, to ŵake faƌtheƌ TƌǇall at the GoldesŵǇthes Hale͛.94 
Similarly, the account of assay of bullion and coins in Mint and Moneta places a strong 
emphasis upon the collective nature of the testing process. Assay took place in a locked 
Đhaŵďeƌ iŶ the sight of ͚at least thƌee͛ institutional officials.95 Contemporaneously Isaac 
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NeǁtoŶ ǁƌote of hoǁ ͚it's easy for an Assayor to give a Turn to the assay of a quarter of a 
Grain, or an half penny weight or above for or against the Master. And if any such thing be 
suspected, the Assayer must Repeat his Assay, till the officers of the Mint are satisfied of his 
acting with skill and CaŶdouƌ.͛96 
 
By their very nature, these accounts of assay are unusual. Craftsmen did not routinely 
articulate their understanding of materials, or the working of their instruments, through 
manuscript or print. This is in part related to the custom of secrecy concerning the collective 
mystery of the urban craft guild. Moreover, workshop activities cannot easily be reduced to 
words or pictures. The ĐoŵpleǆitǇ aŶd eǆpeƌieŶtial Ŷatuƌe of the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌk – one could 
not merely read about how to react to the temperature of the fire, or the smell of molten 
metal – means that the Storehowse did not genuinely equip the reader with sufficient 
kŶoǁledge to ĐaƌƌǇ out the ǁoƌkshop pƌaĐtiĐes it desĐƌiďes. It ǁas Ŷot a tƌue ͚iŶstƌuĐtioŶ͛ 
manual.97 But it is nevertheless the case that through repeated details of trials these 
ŵaŶusĐƌipts do ƌeǀeal soŵe sigŶifiĐaŶt teĐhŶiĐal details aďout the assaǇeƌ͛s ŵǇsteƌǇ. “o ǁhǇ 
codify this precious knowledge? More particularly, why collate this knowledge in a 
presentational manuscript addressed to the very institution charged with safeguarding craft 
secrets? The authors of these manuscripts on assaying do not explain the precise purposes of 
their writings, but we can nevertheless infer much about the social circumstances of 
authorship from the texts themselves, and other metallurgical writings. 
 
Authorship was a strategy for enhancing the ĐƌaftsŵaŶ͛s soĐial and intellectual prestige, 
particularly within a cultural landscape in which manual work was generally disparaged. The 
demonstration of expertise in text and sketches, and repeated inter-textual references, 
elevated the artisan-authoƌ͛s status aďoǀe the geŶeƌal ŵass of uƌďaŶ ŵeĐhaŶiĐiaŶs.98 Lazarus 
Ercker for instance, advanced his career and patronage prospects through authorship.99 The 
intended effeĐt of ĐodifǇiŶg the assaǇeƌ͛s kŶoǁledge aŶd ǁoƌkiŶg pƌaĐtiĐes ǁas suƌelǇ also to 
further reinforce the epistemological claim of metallurgy, in general, as a legitimate field of 
knowledge, that could be theorised and categorised.100 In this respect it is telling that 
Aunsham, Gamon, and the author of Mint and Moneta, repeatedly refer to practitioners of 
the assaǇeƌ͛s Đƌaft as eǆpeƌts ͚iŶ this sĐǇeŶĐe oƌ ŵǇsteƌǇe͛, oƌ ͚ŵasteƌs of this sĐieŶĐe͛. 101 The 
craft mystery is presented as being synonymous with science, and these author-practitioners 
are asserting their expertise over this complex body of knowledge. Pamela Long has written 
of sixteenth-ĐeŶtuƌǇ EuƌopeaŶ ŵetalluƌgiĐal teǆts ǁhiĐh ͚tƌaŶsfoƌŵed ŵiŶiŶg fƌoŵ a 
relatively low-status occupation into a learned subject with ancient precedents, a 
ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to huŵaŶist leaƌŶiŶg͛.102 Perhaps the authors of the manuscripts under scrutiny 
here had similar ambitions for the science of assay. 
 
Finally, these technical manuscripts had an instructive function for readers. Gamon claims 
that ultimate skill and knowledge ͚ĐaŶŶot iŶ ŵaŶǇe Ǉeaƌes ďe attaǇŶed uŶto oŶlǇ ďǇ TƌaditioŶ 
[guild-controlled apprenticeship]; Unles[s] le[a]rninge; which is gotten by Readinge severall 
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Authoƌs, ďe joǇŶed theƌto͛.103 Apprenticeship is allegedly insufficient if a man aspires to 
͚ĐoŵpleteŶess͛, oƌ to ďe ͚sǇŶguleƌ iŶ the aƌte͛.104 Ercker hoped that his writings on assay 
ǁould aĐt ͚as a fuƌtheƌaŶĐe to EǆpeƌieŶĐe, aŶd foƌ the use of ĐoŵŵoŶ MiŶe-Workers, and 
yo[u]ng Assayers͛.105 The experiential features of workshop training were thus ideally 
combined with theoretical book-learning. The texts might have been deliberately left in 
ŵaŶusĐƌipt foƌŵ to pƌeseƌǀe the ŶotioŶ that theiƌ authoƌs ǁeƌe ƌeǀealiŶg ͚seĐƌets͛ to a select 
gƌoup of tƌustǁoƌthǇ iŶstitutioŶal iŶtiŵates. CustoŵaƌilǇ the ͚pƌopeƌtǇ iŶ a [gifted] ďook ǁas 
as much collective as private͛, aŶd heƌe the authoƌ;sͿ of these manuscripts present collective 
secrets, techniques, and traditions to the very institution that embodied the craft mystery.106 
 
Against a backdrop of the gradual eroding of collective knowledge among goldsmiths, assay 
manuscripts might have had a genuine didactic function. It is a challenge to disentangle the 
expertise and knowledge cultures of working goldsmiths in general from the techniques of 
assayers specifically. ͚IŶ disĐussiŶg the aƌt of the goldsŵith, it is appaƌeŶt that it is aŶ aƌt 
ƌeƋuiƌiŶg skill͛ – so wrote Vannoccio Biringuccio in his Pirotechnia. Such were the varied 
deŵaŶds aŶd eǆpeƌtise ƌeƋuiƌed of a ŵasteƌ goldsŵith, it ǁas said ͚he ŵust outdistaŶĐe all 
other craftsmen in learning and achievement to the same degree that their materials 
outdistance other metals iŶ ŶoďilitǇ͛. AloŶgside desigŶ skills, deǆteƌitǇ, aŶ aďilitǇ to ŵould, 
aŶd to ͚haǀe a good judgeŵeŶt iŶ geŵs͛, a goldsŵith ͚should also ďe eǆpeƌieŶĐed Ŷot oŶlǇ iŶ 
the technique of melting but also in the methods of assaying, parting, refining, cementing, 
aŶd the like, aŶd still ŵaŶǇ otheƌs͛.107 This was certainly a demanding variety of techniques 
aŶd pƌaĐtiĐes; eǀeŶ BiƌiŶguĐĐio adŵitted that ͚those aƌe ƌaƌe͛ ǁho had tƌulǇ ŵasteƌed the full 
range.108 The authors of The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse lamented that ͚wheras his skill 
oughte to doe anything pertinent to a golde worker, it is devided into severall mens skils͛. This 
concern about the perceived fragmentation of the collective guild mystery was echoed by the 
ǁaƌdeŶs of the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ iŶ a deĐlaƌation ͚read openly in the hall to all the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛ iŶ Noǀeŵďeƌ ϭϲϬϳ, ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg ͚the aƌte aŶd ŵisteƌie of Goldsŵithƌie […] dispeƌsed 
iŶto ŵaŶǇ paƌtes͛.109 
 
From the late sixteenth century, the goveƌŶoƌs of LoŶdoŶ͛s Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ ǁeƌe 
particularly concerned that the knowledge and expertise of assay specifically were becoming 
all too diffuse among the general population of goldsmiths. In 1570, a liveryman, John 
GaƌdeŶeƌ, ǁas gƌaŶted aŶ iŶĐƌease iŶ ĐoŵpaŶǇ ĐhaƌitǇ, oŶ the ĐoŶditioŶ that ͚he forthwith 
set up the pƌaĐtiĐe of assaǇs ŵakiŶg foƌ the iŶstƌuĐtioŶ of the CoŵpaŶǇ͛.110 Half a century 
lateƌ, ĐoŵpaŶǇ assaǇeƌ AleǆaŶdeƌ JaĐksoŶ ǁas Đalled upoŶ ďǇ the ǁaƌdeŶs aŶd assistaŶts, ͚ďǇ 
his best endeavours [to] teach and instruct suche other of the saide companie or their 
children or servants as shalbe desirous of the skill and knowledge of making assaies of gold 
aŶd silǀeƌ͛.111 In early modern London a manuscript on the literatures and practices of assay 
might have had a dual educative purpose for goldsmith readers, worthwhile both for youthful 
assayers in the process of learning the craft, and for mercantile members of the guild. 
Retailers and goldsmith-bankers became wealthier across the seventeenth century, both in 
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real and relative terms, and gƌaduallǇ doŵiŶated offiĐes ǁithiŶ the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ.112 
A text on assay would be useful for men largely detached from the production side of their 
trade but interested in being able to speak knowledgably and authoritatively about workshop 
matters. In The Gouldesŵythes’ Storehowse, Gamon spoke in enthusiastic tones about ͚the 
MaƌĐhaŶt goldesŵǇthe, otheƌǁise teƌŵed the BuǇeƌ aŶd “elleƌ͛. It was said that these 
ƌetaileƌs ͚ŵust haǀe skill aŶd kŶoǁledge, iŶ all these afoƌesaide seǀeƌall kŶoǁledges. Oƌ els[e] 
he cannot be este[e]ŵed iŶ this fuŶĐtioŶ a peƌfitt Aƌtiste͛.113 
 
Similarly, within the institutional context of the Royal Mint, presentation manuscripts must 
have had an edifying purpose for prominent office holders who were detached from the 
artisanal practices of assaying, blanching and shearing coins.114 This lack of technical 
experience on the part of senior office holders at the Tower mint was common by the turn of 
the seventeenth century, and became an entrenched feature of institutional life.115 There was 
clearly a tradition at the Royal Mint for such textual offerings too. Thomas Aunsham directly 
addressed his early sixteenth-ĐeŶtuƌǇ tƌeatise oŶ ŵiŶtiŶg aŶd assaǇiŶg ͚to those ǁhiĐh ǁilďe 
a ŵƌ oƌ ǁaƌdeŶe oƌ aŶǇ otheƌ ŵiŶesteƌie ǁithiŶ the kiŶge MiŶtes͛.116 We might see the early 
eighteenth-century Mint and Moneta in a siŵilaƌ ǀeiŶ. Like BiƌiŶguĐĐio͛s ͚adǀiĐe oŶ hoǁ to 
opeƌate a MiŶt hoŶestlǇ aŶd ǁith pƌofit͛, this LoŶdoŶ-based manuscript might have been 
diƌeĐted at those ǁho ͚should Ŷeed to pƌaĐtiĐe it oƌ eǀeŶ to talk aďout it aŶd if Ǉou should 
find yourself in this actiǀitǇ it ŵaǇ Ŷot ďe Ŷeǁ to Ǉou͛.117 
 
Assay and experimental philosophy: metropolitan knowledge cultures 
 
On 19th May 1663 Samuel Pepys visited the Assay Office at the Mint, ͚aŶd theƌe saǁ the 
manner of essaying of gold and Silver, and how silver melted down with gold doth part again 
being put into aqua fartis [sic]͛.118 Pepys was soon to become FRS, and later President of the 
Royal Society.119 He was mightily impressed by what he saw iŶ the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkshop, 
desĐƌiďiŶg the aƌtisaŶ͛s sepaƌatioŶ of gold aŶd silver as ͚ a ŵiƌaĐle͛. PepǇs also went away from 
the Assay Office much more comprehensively educated about the theory and practices of 
ŵetalluƌgǇ; ͚aŶd heƌe I ǁas ŵade thoƌoughlǇ to uŶdeƌstaŶd the business of the finenesse and 
coursenesse of metals, aŶd haǀe put doǁŶ ŵǇ lessoŶs ǁith ŵǇ otheƌ oďseƌǀatioŶs theƌeiŶ͛. 
Tellingly, in a lengthy description of the assay of silver, he described the workshop process as 
aŶ ͚eǆpeƌiŵeŶt͛.120  
 
Aside from institutional office-holdeƌs at the Toǁeƌ ŵiŶt aŶd Goldsŵiths͛ Hall, ŵeƌĐhaŶts, 
aŶd felloǁ ĐƌaftsŵeŶ, the ŵasteƌ assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkshop pƌaĐtiĐes also aƌoused the curiosity of 
pƌaĐtitioŶeƌs of the ͚Ŷeǁ sĐieŶĐe͛. PƌeseŶtatioŶal tƌeatises oŶ assaǇ deŵoŶstƌated that 
knowledge of the separation and transformation of metals might be codified. As we have 
already noted, the theorisation of craft processes was a significant feature of the interaction 
between artisanal and scholarly cultures.121 Attentive observation of workshop practices was 
also an important feature of the new experimental methodology. SaloŵoŶ͛s House, Francis 
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BaĐoŶ͛s utopiaŶ ƌeseaƌĐh iŶstitutioŶ, included numerous laboratories, furnaces, and 
workshops in which experiments might be conducted and nature observed.122 Actually this 
ǁas Ŷot suĐh a futuƌistiĐ iŵagiŶiŶg, ďut ͚a dƌessed-up representation of the real world of 
science in Elizabethan [and Stuart] London͛.123 LoŶdoŶ͛s artisanal workshops were sites in 
which the manipulation of matter, natural materials, and instruments might be observed at 
close quarters.124 The history of trades programme, enthusiastically taken up by fellows of 
the Royal Society between 1665 and 1680, pursued this Baconian vision of increasing 
understanding and improving the technologies of the mechanical arts. However, it was 
ultimately to flounder and end in failure, in part because these gentlemen had little real prior 
knowledge of the challenges of communicating and codifying workshop practices.125  
 
The eǆpeƌiŵeŶtal aĐtiǀities of the assaǇeƌ͛s ǁoƌkshop ǁeƌe espeĐiallǇ iŶtƌiguiŶg foƌ LoŶdoŶ͛s 
gentlemen natural philosophers. It is particularly revealing that in early modern England the 
woƌd ͚assaǇ͛ ĐoŶŶoted ďoth the tƌial of ŵetals speĐifiĐallǇ, aŶd ͚eǆpeƌiŵeŶt͛ ŵoƌe 
generally.126 As ǁe haǀe oďseƌǀed iŶ LoŶdoŶ͛s iŶstitutioŶal assaǇ ǁoƌkshops aŶd ŵaŶusĐƌipts, 
proficiency in assay involved a complex blend of experiential and theoretical knowledge, and 
ultimately an ability to transform materials. Ideally its practitioners were endowed with 
extraordinary sense perception. Master assayers were also experts in managing and 
interpreting complex precision instruments. It was moreover an established practice in 
LoŶdoŶ͛s iŶstitutioŶal assaǇ ǁoƌkshops to ƌeĐoƌd eǀeƌǇ tƌial ǁhiĐh took plaĐe, including detail 
of metallic quantities, tools, and materials; even tests that went badly wrong through human 
error, a faulty furnace, or unexpected material reaction were recorded.127 Experiential and 
instrumental knowledge, repeated trials, and the reporting and replication of experiments 
were of course central also to the methodology of the new experimental science.128  
 
A fuller explanation still of the appeal and interest of assay to LoŶdoŶ͛s seǀeŶteeŶth-century 
natural philosopheƌs is outliŶed iŶ Pettus͛s 1683 text Fleta minor. The laws of art and nature 
iŶ kŶowiŶg, judgiŶg, assayiŶg, fiŶiŶg, refiŶiŶg aŶd iŶlargiŶg the ďodies of ĐoŶfiŶ’d ŵetals.129 
Pettus had been deputy governor of the Mines Royal for thirty years at the point of 
publication, and FRS for two decades, and was thus seemingly well placed to present a 
summary of metallurgical knowledge. Composed of two parts, the first section is a translation 
of Ercker and the seĐoŶd a Đuƌious ĐolleĐtioŶ of ͚essaǇs oŶ MetalliĐk Woƌds, as a DiĐtioŶaƌǇ͛, 
penned by Pettus himself. It is tempting to see Fleta minor as a contribution to the broader 
history of trades project. The ‘oǇal “oĐietǇ ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ aĐtiǀelǇ eŶĐouƌaged Pettus͛s 
metallurgical publication through review in the Philosophical Transactions.130 Pettus himself 
pƌeseŶted his ŵotiǀatioŶ foƌ ǁƌitiŶg: ͚That I ŵaǇ diǀulge theiƌ [assaǇeƌs͛] Đhiefest aŶd ŵost 
Đuƌious EǆpeƌiŵeŶts aŶd PƌaĐtiĐks͛. His effoƌt ǁas paƌt of ͚the fƌee ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ of suĐh 
thiŶgs as had ŵaŶǇ Ages ďefoƌe laid seĐƌet͛. He fuƌtheƌ ĐoŶdeŵŶed those who, contrary to 
the spiƌt of episteŵologiĐal opeŶŶess, ͚ ĐoŶĐealed uŶdeƌ the Naŵe of Philosophical Secrets͛.131 
It is intriguing too that Pettus, and Ercker, presented assaying as entangled with the broader 
sĐieŶĐes of ͚ĐhiŵistƌǇ͛ aŶd ͚alĐhiŵǇ͛ [sic].132 Alchemists and assayers shared interests in the 
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purification, testing, and precise measurement of metals; practitioners of both employed 
precision balances.133 It was these shared instruments, recipes, and workshop techniques, 
and their experiential and experimental features, that proved mutually fascinating to eminent 
seventeenth-century gentlemen experimenters (including Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton) in 
their quest to uncover secrets of nature.134 
 
While the aĐtiǀities of LoŶdoŶ͛s iŶstitutioŶal assaǇ workshops, and the tools, techniques and 
recipes of assay more generally, were of interest to metropolitan scholars, we should be very 
wary of pushing a model of practitioner/philosopher interaction too far. A warning shot was 
appositely fired by Pettus in Fleta minor. IŶ the ͚MetalliĐk DiĐtioŶaƌǇ͛ Pettus iŶĐluded aŶ eŶtƌǇ 
on Ercker; this artisan-author was said to be ͚a ƌeŶoǁŶ͛d AssaǇ-Masteƌ͛, but also, ultimately, 
͚an huŵďle ŵiŶded iŶdustƌious ŵaŶ͛. This condescending representation of an institutional 
expert, whose works Pettus had himself dedicated many years to translating, is symptomatic 
of the broader seventeenth-ĐeŶtuƌǇ leaƌŶed Đultuƌe, iŶ ǁhiĐh ͚ aƌtisaŶal ďodilǇ eǆpeƌieŶĐe ǁas 
absorbed into the work of the natural philosopher at the same time that the artisan himself 
ǁas eǆĐised fƌoŵ it͛.135 Gentlemen natural philosophers might appropriate assay knowledge 
cultures, whilst simultaneously denigrating the social status of practising artisans. Francis 
Bacon had set the tone ǁheŶ he pƌaised the poteŶtial of ͚ experiments in the mechanical arts͛, 
ǁhile ĐoŶĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ dispaƌagiŶg the aƌtisaŶ laďouƌiŶg ͚ǁith feeďle effoƌt aŶd slight suĐĐess͛.136 
Later in the seventeenth century, as the history of trades project was well underway, John 
Evelyn wrote to Robert Boyle of his unease iŶ ͚ĐoŶǀeƌsiŶg ǁith mechanical capricious 
persons͛.137 This attitude on the part of gentlemen was evidently extended to the artisans 
eŵploǇed ǁithiŶ LoŶdoŶ͛s iŶstitutioŶal assaǇ ǁoƌkshops. Writing detailed descriptions of the 
complexity of assay, and the significance of trials for upholding the institutional reputation of 
the Tower mint, Isaac Newton as Master of the Mint also stressed – with no apparent irony – 
that ͚the Assaymaster acts only as a ŵaŶual AƌtifiĐeƌ͛ and ͚is only a ŵaŶual Opeƌatoƌ͛. 
͚Refining & assaying͛, NeǁtoŶ deĐlaƌed, ͚aƌe ŵaŶual tƌades͛.138 
 
It would be inappropriate to give the final word here to condescending gentleman natural 
philosophers, engaged in the ongoing project of firming up the social boundaries of 
epistemological authority. This exploration of LoŶdoŶ͛s ŵetalluƌgiĐal practitioners, 
workshops, and manuscripts has uncovered a rich, complex culture of metropolitan expertise. 
Master assayers were highly skilled artisans who were expected to have extensive 
experiential knowledge, demanding technical competencies, extraordinary sensory 
responses, and agreeable personalities. This was a relatively intimate knowledge community, 
within which skills and institutional employment were largely, though not exclusively, passed 
down from father to son, or close male relative. LoŶdoŶ͛s iŶstitutioŶal ǁoƌkshops of assaǇ 
deserve a place in the seventeenth-century experimental urban topography, alongside 
instrument makers͛, apothecaries͛ and coffee shops, on which so much ink has been spilt. 
Embedded within corporate buildings and associated cultures of secrecy and commercial 
advantage, visibility and access to these workshops was, nonetheless, unlike any typical 
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working or commercial site in early modern London. WheŶ LoŶdoŶ͛s pƌaĐtisiŶg assaǇeƌs, oƌ 
assaying dynasties, articulated and codified their embodied workshop experiences, they drew 
upon an established European tradition of metallurgical customs and techniques. These assay 
manuscripts were, however, unambiguously London-based. In presenting their expertise as a 
͚sĐieŶĐe͛, the assaǇeƌs of the Goldsŵiths͛ CoŵpaŶǇ aŶd the Royal Mint described rituals, 
social practices, and histories of knowledge making and witnessing that were unmistakably 
English and metropolitan. 
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